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I dedicate this book to my children and husband, who for years and years put up with me disrupting their weekends by spending every Sunday running puppy classes in east London.


And for every puppy I’ve encountered, played with, worked with, taught and been a part of their lives, I’m forever grateful.
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Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information may not be applicable in each individual case, so it is advised that professional veterinary advice is obtained for specific health matters. Neither the publisher nor the author accepts any legal responsibility for any injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book







Introduction



Even though I work with puppies and their owners every week, and have written a bestselling book about dog behaviour, I am asked almost every day for more specific advice on puppies. There is so much conflicting advice out there, from supposedly ‘alpha’ trainers to opinionated dog owners in the park, to your vet, not to mention dubious training methods that pop up on our social-media feeds. Is it any wonder that people feel more confused than ever when they bring a new puppy home?


It’s not uncommon to see someone in the park with a new puppy looking shell-shocked, clearly wondering if they’ve made a terrible decision. A new puppy is a chubby delight but also a time-sucking whirlwind: biting fingers, crying, squeezing through gaps you were sure you’d blocked up, weeing everywhere, chewing electrical cables, waking up in the night and wanting your attention all the time.


With millions of puppies entering the world every year, how we breed, raise and train our puppies has never been more important. I want this book to take away your panic and indecision, and help you build your own confidence in understanding your puppy’s development and needs. Every puppy is an individual, and your job as its owner is to respect that individuality and work alongside it, rather than try to make it conform to some random timeline when it comes to training goals. Your puppy deserves the best possible start in life, and in this book it’s my aim to help you provide that.


Using my years of hands-on experience as a dog behaviourist, and sharing my playful techniques and loving lessons, I’ll show you how to make great choices that will set your puppy, and you, up for a wonderful future together.


Inevitably there will be some repetition from my first book, The Book Your Dog Wishes You Would Read, because there are some subjects which are too important to leave out of a book on puppies, even if I’ve written about them before. But my intention is that this is a much deeper dive into the specifics and minutiae of puppy ownership, as that first year – and those first weeks – seem to be the time when so many people struggle.


The other reason I am writing this book is because of a dog called Pudding.


Pudding was an English Bulldog cross who was found on the streets of north London ; CCTV showed two men pushing her out of a car and driving away. She was gigantically overweight, with scarring all over her body and missing fur. My parents took Pudding in as a foster, and as a family we rallied around to rehabilitate her, sharing her story on social media.


We learned that Pudding had been used to breed. Forced to have multiple litters, she had been kept contained, not socialised or, as far as we could tell, ever walked. She was so overweight that she had issues with her hips and back legs, affecting her ability to walk, and her own overbreeding meant she was in constant pain. We found she was desperate for human attention, having been starved of it all her short life.


Despite the help of a supportive vet, and all my experience with rehabilitating rescue dogs over many years, after five months my mum and I had to make the painful decision to have Pudding put to sleep. Her behaviour, neurological conditions and medical issues were too much for her body to bear, and too big for this world.


Poor Pudding had been bred badly, raised poorly, unsocialised and unloved. It was devastating to recognise that so much of her suffering could have been avoided if she had been treated differently. It gave us some consolation to know that for her last five months we let her feel grass beneath her feet. She ate freshly cooked food, experienced love and learned to play with a tennis ball. Although she was in considerable pain, on her last day she was sunbathing, being cuddled and I hope she died knowing she was loved. For that, I am grateful that she came to us.


As we took Pudding for her last short walk in a huge field, letting her sniff the scent of deer, I made a promise to myself that I would pass on what I know to stop unsuspecting families bringing home a dog with similar issues.


I’ve written this book to empower you, to educate and to help you create a brilliant dog with a brilliant future that will be part of your family until death do you part. Dogs are the most incredible creatures and, with the proper care and attention in puppyhood, we can develop a wonderful relationship with them that, if we are lucky, will endure for many years.


Understanding your dog’s needs as a puppy is the best thing you can do for your dog’s future. If you find this book useful, I urge you to spread the word, so that together we can educate the world and create a better place for us all to live with our dogs. Because for me and, I hope, for you, Dogs Rule.


L
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chapter one



Before You Bring Your Puppy Home


A puppy is one of life’s most precious creatures, and raising one is also one of the hardest tasks you will take on as an individual, a couple or a family. You are raising a baby animal that does not speak your language and does not communicate in human ways. Many of the things your new puppy does will make absolutely no sense to you whatsoever (at first). It will feel like you are trying to communicate with an alien, and if you bear that in mind it will allow you to cut yourself and the puppy some slack.


The movies often sell having a puppy as a heartwarming period of fun and laughter. They show the kids laughing while the puppy licks them, or the adult owner enjoying an ice cream in the sun with their new addition sitting adorably at their side. You will definitely get the joyful experiences, but you should also be expecting huge chunks of time and brain power dedicated to believing you are failing, believing you can’t do it, thinking you may have made the worst mistake and wondering what on earth has happened to your house, your life and your bank balance. Let me reassure you that this is ‘normal’.


This example email from a prospective client sums it up:


Hi Louise,


I don’t know what on earth I’m doing with my puppy, I feel swamped. I need help with everything.


Thanks


R


For me, preparation is key, so the biggest thing to really sit and evaluate is: do you have time, right now, to be taking on a puppy and fulfilling its needs?


In order for me to help you make that decision, here are some things that you need to know about taking a puppy on. Realistic expectations will prevent both your heartache and a puppy’s life being destroyed because you made the wrong decision.


All relationships need honesty, and taking an honest look at your reasons for getting a dog, your ability to look after one and your capabilities is the kindest thing you can do for yourself and your puppy.


are you ready to take on a puppy?


Take the time to consider the following needs of a puppy and ask yourself if this fits into your current life.




	An eight-week-old puppy needs to go out to the toilet every fifteen to twenty minutes. When thinking about working from home, you need to factor in that you will be getting up from your seat every fifteen minutes to take your puppy outside.


	To teach a puppy to feel safe, secure and able to be left at home alone takes months, not days. You won’t just be ‘popping to the shops’ or doing a gym session first thing any more, unless someone else is at home to stay with the pup. You need to factor in that teaching a puppy independence can take six months, at an absolute minimum.


	The days of letting a puppy cry it out at night are, thankfully, over. You will need to either sleep on the sofa with the puppy in the same room, or have the puppy in your bedroom with you, factoring in one to four wake-up toilet breaks, every night, for weeks – until your puppy has learned the bladder and bowel control that only comes with age.


	Your puppy will bite and chew people, and their teeth are needle-sharp. Biting and teething is a developmental period that every single puppy goes through, and there is no way around it. You cannot avoid it, stop it or believe that just because your child doesn’t like being bitten your puppy will understand that. Puppies must go through this phase because their teeth are growing, and they are learning about the world.


	You will need to expect eighteen months to four years of work to raise your puppy into a ‘dog’. This time varies from breed to breed, as some bigger breeds can develop later and take longer to mature. Please get rid of the notion that within a few weeks you’ll have a puppy neatly slotted into your existing routine. Your routine is going to change, for good, and you should see this as a positive!


	Do factor in the kind of cost your puppy may bring to your life. To give you some examples of how much my dog Pip costs me per month (he is over ten years old at the time of writing):



	» Pet insurance is £90 per month.


	» Dog walker for two walks per week is £18 per walk – £144 per month.


	» Raw food is £160 per month (he weighs 29 kilos).


	» Treats and chews are at least £30 per month.


	» Medication for his arthritis is £100 per month.







	Who will look after your puppy when you go away for work or on holiday? I’ve found so many people don’t consider this, let alone discuss it, before getting a puppy. Most people who are employed will get four to six weeks of annual leave. So, if you were planning for your dog to be with your dog walker during those weeks you are away, you could estimate that at £35–50 per day, so six weeks of holiday dog care would cost you £1,470–£2,100 as a minimum.





I have no wish to suck the joy out of your decision to get a lovely cuddly puppy, but these essential considerations are a stark reminder of what you are taking on. It’s crucial to consider them all carefully, and to be informed about the right situation, the right set-up and the right time of your life to be undertaking this epic responsibility.


bringing a puppy home if you already have a dog


I often hear clients say that they would like to get another dog, when they have an existing dog at home. And that can be a lovely idea providing you have thought about the right dog to join your family. It is worth pointing out that many dogs would prefer to live out their years as a solo dog, as most would prefer not to share the limelight! If you are thinking of taking on a second dog, you should be thinking about a few things, and below are just some topline thoughts you need to have. This is something I would discuss in great detail with my clients, but to get you started:




	How old is your current dog and what age of new puppy would be the right fit? For example, does your dog not tolerate puppies well in the park? In which case, you would be better to think about getting an older rescue dog you can more easily integrate.


	What is your existing dog’s personality? Sadly, this gets overlooked so many times, and it is one of the most critical considerations before you move forward. Some rescues will ask that a puppy is only rehomed with an existing older, very confident and happy dog, because they need that puppy to have a great mentor. The personality of the puppy you choose will deeply impact your dog at home, and it could be the best or worse decision you make.


	
Do not presume that your dog will just open their home and paws to a new dog coming in. Just yesterday I was at a foster carer’s home who had a nine-week-old puppy in her care – this puppy had been taken home that day by a family with an existing dog, but the dog did not accept it and so the family gave the puppy back immediately. This is the reality of what is happening with puppies and rescue dogs. You need to think deeply about how your dog interacts with other dogs in real life … Do they actually like their company? Do they play with them or not?





There is much more to think about, but I hope this has made you realise that it isn’t just as simple as get two dogs and all will be merry and well!


why taking two weeks off work isn’t enough


I’m so sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it’s so important to understand that a puppy needs far more from you than just two weeks off work.


I get emails like this all the time:


We are getting a puppy on Sunday and we have taken the next two weeks off work. In that time, we would like to get our puppy sorted and ready to be left when we return to work.


Dogs don’t do things on a timeline that make sense to us. They have their own feelings, personalities, patterns and needs and it’s essential to understand that two weeks won’t even begin to touch the sides for what your puppy is going to need from you.


Please don’t imagine that, after the first two weeks have passed, you will be merrily marching off to your home office to crack on while your puppy snoozes. You can expect to be working late into the night to make up for the work you missed that day, constantly distracted by a teething, tired, energised, rampant, playful, chewy puppy who needs attention, contact and training.


To raise a happy, confident, resilient, well-adjusted puppy, we need to have got them from a great breeder or a reliable rescue. And then we need to provide them with training, stimulation, play, exercise, love and consistency. In my experience, it takes a minimum of eighteen months to start to see the hard work of raising and socialising a puppy pay off. Two weeks would be around 2.5 per cent of that timeline! Your time and efforts will pay off when you have chosen a great dog and put the work in. The dog you will end up living with will be a delight and you will be so grateful for all your efforts and consistency.


In addition to this, I really do not recommend you take two weeks off and then employ a walker or some kind of doggy day care for five days per week. Your puppy is going to go through so many developmental periods, and will have so many needs from you as its owner (reassurance, consistent contact, learning about independence) that you are asking for issues by shipping the puppy off to someone else for such a large part of each week.


If your intention when getting a puppy is to use day care and walkers five days per week, I would strongly urge you to not get one at this time in your life. Instead, set yourself and your dog up for success: get an older rescue dog who doesn’t need as much stimulation and exercise and who is happy to snooze the days away – greyhounds are a great option.


Lastly, we need to remember that you are taking on a puppy to be a part of your life and family. For it to be collaborative, that journey starts from the day you bring your puppy home, which is why figuring out your timing is key.


A puppy doesn’t know or care if you have a big project coming up, your boss is in town or you need to work fourteen-hour days out of the house. If you are choosing to bring a puppy into your home, it is your responsibility to think about all of your current and future work demands. Either you will have to adapt your work to find a time that will work for you and your puppy, so that you can give them what they need and you can enjoy it, or accept that this isn’t the right time. Taking on a puppy when you don’t have the time or the attention to give to it isn’t fair on the puppy, and it isn’t fair on you either.


You may also end up with bigger issues to resolve if you don’t put the proper time into doing things well. Separation anxiety is so easily created with a puppy, by forcing them to be left while you go to work having done no consistent, week-by-week preparation. By not putting the work in early doors, you will end up paying for it both financially, behaviourally and emotionally as small issues get bigger, then take longer to work on, over more time, which costs more money as you are more likely to need a dog behaviourist like me in your life to help you.


My motto with all dogs and puppies is ‘set them up to succeed’. It’s so much easier to establish good habits than it is to manage issues that have been created over time. A mere two weeks at home with your puppy will not set them up for success. You will feel rushed, worried and frustrated because your puppy isn’t ‘getting it’ as quickly as you want them to. Our puppies and dogs mirror our emotions, we cannot deny this, and that means an anxious, confused and frustrated puppy, which won’t be what you had hoped for.


why the breed you choose impacts everything


Every puppy has their own distinct personality which evolves from many factors, such as how they were bred, how and where they were raised, what food they were fed and so much more. Some of this you can control, some of it you can’t. But one thing that we as humans have a huge amount of control over is the breed we decide to bring home. Plus the personality and temperament of the dog that we select.


I have written about this in a lot of detail in The Book Your Dog Wishes You Would Read, but as breed selection is so crucial some of it bears repeating here.


As part of my one-to-one consultancy work, I help people make an informed decision about which breed fits with their needs. We work closely together to determine what it is that they want from a dog and how we can match that up and select a breed that will thrive with them. As a society, we tend to make snap decisions based on how a dog looks. I agree that there needs to be a physical appeal but if that is your main deciding factor, you are very likely to take on a dog that isn’t right for you and one which could actively make your life miserable. Not to mention the dog’s life being downright depressing because they are not being given what they need to thrive.


Here are the top five dogs that I find people are physically drawn to but with no understanding of the needs of the breed. In no particular order:




	The French Bulldog – people think they are cute and love the ‘colours’ that they come in without realising that, if they are over-bred, their flat faces can cause them huge breathing problems. Some breeders are breeding only for colour, rather than behaviour and health, creating blue, lilac and cream dogs – but inbreeding can cause health problems. These colours are not the standard colours for this breed, and that can create issues. We also have to look at the ethics of breeding a dog that struggles to breathe properly when, by simply elongating their snout, we could solve many health issues for this breed.


	The Hungarian Vizsla – loved because they are sleek, long eared and ginger – yet they are also one of the most sensitive breeds I work with that need a huge amount of owner input, and isn’t the best choice for most people, especially not first-time dog owners. They are a working breed designed to do a job that requires a great deal of energy.


	The Blue Staffordshire Bull Terrier – often bought because it is ‘blue’ without understanding of what breeding specifically for that colour gene can create within a breed. Blue Staffies are one of the breeds I see with issues such as increased resource guarding, inability to settle, skin issues and hyperactivity. This is often due to breeders accepting behavioural traits within dogs because they breed them for their colour and genes not for their temperament and health.


	The Bedlington Terrier x Whippet – because people tend to fall in love with their scrufty, tufty look which is very appealing to many. However, it is worth not losing sight of the fact that you are selecting a dog designed to chase (Whippet) and a dog designed to seek out and get hold of vermin (Bedlington Terrier). In other words, you’re bringing home a dog that is designed to chase and kill small animals. Many owners, of course, will try to stop this behaviour because it isn’t that desirable in the local park, but there is an argument that if a dog was created to do something, why would you take on a breed or crossbreed that you are going to spend all your time trying to change? If this behaviour would distress you, find a breed not created to chase, catch and kill, and you will be setting you and your puppy up for much more fun together.


	The Fox Red Labrador – being chosen more and more due to its colour rather than people understanding that the breed tends to be far better suited to working and being out in the field than just at home. Due to their busy nature, they have a need to be out and about, wanting to be doing something. They are not a lazy Labrador that will sleep all day.





I could go on. I just wanted to flag some of the most common breeds and colours that I am seeing in my consultancy work and why selecting a dog on this basis isn’t where we want to be. We need to take a much more in-depth approach to choosing the dog that joins us, as it makes the world of difference to the life we end up living with our dog.


Choosing the right breed is a combination of knowing what you, and anyone who lives with you, will be capable of in terms of exercise, time, attention, etc., and what the dog will need because of the nature of its breed. Both are equally important considerations, and I always advise clients to have thought carefully and done their research before making their decision about what breed or crossbreed of puppy to get.


Your puppy breed checklist




	What do I want to spend my time doing with the dog I live with? E.g. running every day, going to agility classes each weekend, playing in the garden with the kids, taking him to work or working from home while he snoozes in his basket, being able to do jobs with you while you potter around? We each have our own ideals, but being true to ourselves is key as well as asking each family member.


	
What is the least amount of exercise I could do with the dog on a daily basis? Don’t aim for your best options, as that isn’t realistic, but aim for what is actually doable and probable every day of the week when you are working and have less time.


	What things do I really love about friends’ and family’s dogs that I know and have met? E.g. being cuddly, being able to pick them up on the bus, their desire to play.


	What things do I really dislike about family and friend’s dogs that I know and have met? E.g. the barking at everything, the slobber, the inability to settle down.


	Does fur type impact your choice? E.g. how much they moult or the feel of the fur.


	What size dog would you like, while also remembering that size doesn’t equal exercise needs? For example, a working-type Jack Russell will need more exercise than a Neapolitan Mastiff.


	How do you feel about barking? Some people love a dog who alert-barks, while others don’t want a dog who barks at the door. It is worth considering this as barking can be such a big thing to try to solve or change when you could just choose a dog for whom this isn’t their default behaviour, so you aren’t fighting it.


	If you are looking at crossbreeds, do a really deep dive into the two breeds that are being crossed, as you don’t know which bits you are going to get. The issues people are having with Cockapoos is the perfect example, as if you go and buy a working Cocker Spaniel x Standard Poodle then this is going to be very, very different from a show-type Cocker crossed with a Toy Poodle.





The seven main breed groups


The best starting point when considering a particular puppy is to understand which of the main breed types that dog has been bred from. Dog breeding can be complicated, but there are seven primary breed groups that dogs are bred from, and having an understanding of what that dog was bred for and why will help you have an appreciation of what it might need from its owner. I don’t necessarily agree with these groupings, but it is what the UK Kennel Club is based on. (I believe that the groupings need updating, with some dogs needing to move into other groups because their breed traits would be better suited, and this would then help owners make better decisions.)


Working Dogs


These tend to be dogs that were created and bred to a particular working job such as pulling a sled, defending land, police work and so on. These breeds are active and need to be kept busy. Examples of this kind of dog would be a Doberman, Great Dane and Boxer. You won’t be able to stop them wanting to do their job, so you will need to figure out how you can channel this and how it will impact your life and home.


Gundog


These are dogs designed to work in the field and either hunt, point or retrieve. So they tend to be great at duration – they need a huge amount of walking, exercise and stimulation. They too need to have jobs factored into their daily life or else they will go self-employed. By self-employed, I mean that they will find their own ways of fulfilling their breed traits, e.g. going into the bushes, hunting, using their nose to follow scents you don’t want them to, roaming far, as you aren’t directing them. Examples of this kind of dog are the Working Cocker Spaniel, Labrador and Hungarian Vizsla.


Pastoral


Once again, we created this breed group to do one of three jobs – to herd, to move or to guard. These tend to be on farms with livestock, and they love being outside. They are hardy dogs who have had very specific traits bred into them, such as herding, so if they do not have an outlet for those traits it will be channelled into things you don’t want, like herding and nipping at passing cars and children. Examples of this kind of dog are the Anatolian Shepherd, Border Collie and Welsh Corgi.


Terrier


A group often totally underestimated as many of this breed group can be small in size. However, terriers are mostly fearless, good at working alone, don’t need direction and will just crack on and get the job done. So if you are looking for a dog who listens to your every word and wants your direction, the Terrier group isn’t for you! Examples of this breed group would be the Patterdale Terrier and Jack Russell Terrier. Do bear in mind that the Staffordshire Bull Terrier is also in this group, which actually tends to have the exact opposite characteristics – they are heavily people dependent and actually want to be doing what you are doing!


Hound


The dogs in this breed group were made to use their nose or their eyes. These dogs are designed to explore, to be led by those senses, and that can often result in sprinting off, going underground and more. You won’t be able to stop that breed requirement, so you will instead need to work with it. Examples of these breeds include Whippet, Dachshund, Greyhound and Beagle.


Utility


This grouping name is the least helpful in my opinion, as it includes dog breeds of all kinds designed to do a plethora of things, but each different! Examples of breeds in this category are the English Bulldog, the Boston Terrier and the Poodle. It makes zero sense to me!


Toy


Specifically bred for their size, ability to be handled, to be companions and to be with people. Once again, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to me as a category, as there are breeds in here purely for their size, but their temperament and job mean they definitely aren’t the most easy to handle or train. Take, for example, a Russian Toy Terrier, which is definitely a different kettle of fish from a Cavalier King Charles! Do not fall into the trap of believing that this category means any breed is suitable to be easy companion dogs, as they are not!


Rather than being swayed by an adorable photograph, or a puppy on your lap, ask yourself what was the dog created to do? Was it designed to be out all day in the field, to bark at rodents, to go down holes and catch vermin and kill them, to use their mouth and bite, to be on the go and work for long periods? This informs whether it matches your desires – if you dislike barking dogs, why would you choose a breed designed to be vocal?


You should also be checking if there are different versions of this breed – for example, a working type vs a show type. And if so, which might be best suited to what you want in life, e.g. a working Cocker Spaniel vs a show-type Cocker Spaniel are two very, very different breeds. Do watch out for breeders who say things like, ‘A working type is well suited to family life’, as that actually means a dog on a farm who is busy all day and comes in at night to be with the family. That is not the same as living in Manchester in an apartment with small kids and a dog that gets to go out on a couple of walks a day.


Ask yourself: can that breed live a healthy and happy life with me? And question why you think you could give a dog of a particular breed an excellent home. What will you be able to give that dog that will fulfil what it is bred to do? If you don’t know that and can’t answer it, you are going to struggle hugely.


I think it’s useful to see some real-life examples of some of my clients, and how the breed they chose complemented the life of both the dog and the owner:


Penny the show x working Cocker Spaniel goes to work at their owner’s warehouse in Sussex every day, where we incorporated scent work into their daily routine while on the premises. Penny lives in a city setting but goes to a countryside workplace every weekday, with access to acres of land for walks behind their warehouse.


Nottie the Hungarian Vizsla lives in east London right by the open marshlands, with access to water, forests and long grass for every single walk. Her owners moved home to get a larger garden for her to be able to sunbathe in and patrol for foxes.


Barry the Border Terrier loves to be out and about every day. He lives in a location where his owners can easily access huge parks while also being able to take him easily on the train to work with them in the office.


Dottie the Cavapoo was specifically chosen because she needed to be able to go to work with my client in her beauty business, and also to be able to collect the kids from school and go on runs three times a week around the Docklands area of London.


In order for every puppy, regardless of breed, to be happy you need to be able to supply:




	Daily exercise, excursions and outings that will suit your puppy’s needs.


	
Mental stimulation and training.


	Games and play.


	Interaction with you and your family.


	A feeling of safety and security.


	An environment where they will thrive and not just ‘exist’.





Considering all of these factors when weighing up what you can offer as an owner, plus what your breed needs, is one of the single most important things you can do to set yourself up to succeed.


What each puppy needs from that list will differ to varying degrees. For example, a noise-sensitive Border Collie designed to herd all day long will hate busy roads and life in a city, and a working Cocker Spaniel that doesn’t have access to stimulating environments to walk in will find life very hard.


Making these breed decisions is huge, and sometimes means admitting that the puppy you’d had your heart set on is not right for you at this moment in your life. But I swear that the effort and thought you put in now will pay dividends when you bring your puppy home and raise them to be the dog you want to share your life with.


A note on crossbreeds


We are now seeing many more crossbreeds that are being bred on purpose. Years ago, these would have been called mongrels, but now we are specifically breeding particular combinations and labelling them as the answer to people’s allergy issues or moulting desires, but we do have to bear some things in mind. Such as:




	There is no such thing as a hypoallergenic dog. It doesn’t exist. We may find certain pups in a litter may invoke less of a reaction, but that is dependent on the dog, and will vary within a litter. It certainly is not a ‘trait’ that we can rely on by simply getting a Cockapoo.


	Many crossbreeds display some of the worst behavioural issues I’ve encountered, and in my view this is largely due to their breeding. Cockapoos continue to be the main breed that I am contacted about, with reports of behavioural issues of fear, aggression, not having an ‘off’ switch and an inability to settle and relax – making some of them very hard to live with. All of this will come from the dogs they were bred from, how they were bred and what was used in order to get the curliest, cutest coat and colourways.


	If you are buying a crossbreed, you need to understand the breed traits of each breed that has been used to create the dog you are looking at. If, for example, you can’t bear yappy dogs and you are looking at the Cavapoochon, then you really don’t want to go for this combination!


	You will need to look at the differing health issues each breed can have and make sure you have done your due diligence in terms of health testing, scoring and outcomes, because many crossbreeds can dilute issues in some breeds but they can also cause other issues that you may not have thought about. For example, if you were looking at a Cockapoo, we are already seeing that issues such as PRA (progressive retinal atrophy) that creates blindness comes from both parents. This can create more problems when we look at hip dysplasia, which is not controlled by a single gene but by many that work together to create the problem. Generally speaking, with a pedigree dog, in order to get Kennel Club approval prospective owners would expect to see evidence of health testing; whereas with crossbreeds, owners may not know they can ask for this, and not every breeder of crossbreeds will do these health tests as standard.





why the puppy you choose impacts your life


The reality is that the actual puppy you choose can make or break your future with that dog. So I want that decision to be one you make with confidence, feeling informed and prepared. And, ultimately, that it will ensure you will be happy together.


I always say to my clients, when selecting a puppy you have three things to remember:




	Choose the right breed for your lifestyle.


	Find the best breeder you can.


	Select the right puppy from that litter for you and your set-up.





And if you are looking at taking on a rescue puppy, then you still need to bear in mind that you need to:




	Understand where they have come from and the potential impact this may have.


	Examine breeds that may be within your dog and whether they feel right for you.


	Select the right puppy based on personality, temperaments and your experience of them.


	Find a rescue who is honest and provides proper assessments of the puppies they are rehoming.





With those three things sorted, you are already halfway towards having a happy relationship with your dog, for life!


When we are considering which puppy to choose there are some important further issues and common beliefs that you do need to bear in mind. They may not be deal-breakers for you, but it’s crucial to understand what that choice may mean for you if you decide to ignore it.


If the mother rejected the litter


Maternal rejection will impact the dog your puppy grows into. They will have spent their first weeks of life without their mum’s crucial input in their primary socialisation period. Do look at who raised the litter. For instance, did a relative of the mother step in (e.g. a grandmother) or were they raised by the breeder on the bottle? A lack of maternal input cannot be ignored. Without a mother to teach them about boundaries, like stopping them when they are biting her, this can and will impact their abilities to interact with other dogs. They will not have learned this while in their imprinting stage, so we may see more likelihood of reactivity towards other dogs ; an inability to understand boundaries or being told not to do something as there was no mother to show them ; or a lack of confidence around dogs. These aren’t issues to underestimate and brush over. On the flipside, this might not be an issue for you if you live in a remote place and there are no visiting dogs, so a people focus is more than fine for your life. It may also not be so much of an issue if they were taken in or raised by another kind adult bitch who showed them the way and they had other adult dogs in the home to learn from that were great examples.


If there is only one puppy born/surviving


Having been an only pup doesn’t need to be a problem, but it will depend on the breeder and how the puppy was raised. The puppy won’t have had its littermates to learn from, which can be problematic if it isn’t living with other dogs. If, however, the puppy is raised within a home where there are other supportive, kind, considerate dogs and they get involved in teaching and raising the puppy, then it can lead to a puppy being very well rounded as it gets so much of the mother’s input from them. Plus, the elder dogs who it will learn to play with will lead to your puppy learning to adapt its style of interaction depending on who it is playing with. You sometimes find that these dogs mature more quickly because the way they were raised was almost fast tracked.


Believing that all puppies in the litter are the same


Even if a breeder tells you that they are pretty similar, there will still be differences between each puppy in the litter. Each pup has their own way of doing things, and figuring out the one that will suit you best is of the utmost importance. For example, there may be one that just sits and observes and likes to wander off and do things alone, and there may be one that likes to bother the others in the litter. Choosing the one you feel fits your life is going to be important: the observer could be great for a home that already has an older dog in it, whereas the one who bothers all the puppies will be your older dog’s worst nightmare, and that would not be fair.


Thinking that a puppy ‘chose you’


I’m afraid I tend to disagree when people tell me this happened. In the majority of cases, it simply will have been the pushiest puppy which got past the littermates and onto your lap. And a pushy puppy can work for some people but, for many, it isn’t the puppy they should be choosing. Pushy doesn’t mean best suited, so really think about what kind of personality you want from your puppy that will turn into an adult dog, especially if you already have another dog in the home.


Choosing the nervous one because it looks sad


In a well-bred litter, there shouldn’t be a puppy exhibiting anxious or nervous behaviour, as they should have been bred from a confident and happy mother and raised in a kind and caring setting. Taking on the most nervous, scared dog is definitely not a wise choice for the vast majority of people unless you want to actively spend a huge amount of time figuring out how to build confidence and raise a dog that doesn’t live its life in fear. A client bought a puppy who was petrified, shaking, wouldn’t make eye contact, was hiding and desperately trying to not be seen and touched – and the ‘breeder’ convinced her it was all fine. This puppy went on to be put to sleep before it was two years old due to severe behavioural and medical complications that meant this dog could not integrate into a human world and actually became a danger to society.


Making a decision based on sex, colour or pattern of fur


Please, just don’t do this. If any breeder asks you to choose from the litter over the phone based on a colour and sex, hang up. Any breeder who will allow you to make a decision on superficial grounds, rather than selecting the most suitable puppy for your circumstances, is one who should be avoided. This also applies to adverts: if the breeder is charging more for a certain colour, that is not a breeder you want to be involved with.


Is the mother a dog you’d want to take home?


Lastly, the mother (the bitch) you see in with the litter should be a dog that you would gladly take home. Is she friendly? Anxious? Engaged with humans? Her behaviour should be indicative of a dog you would like to share your life with, and if it isn’t, then that breeder and that litter is not the right one for you and the search continues. What happens when those puppies are in utero, first born and being raised by the mother is so deeply ingrained – and part of their genetics and imprinting – that we as humans simply cannot undo it.


choose your breeder carefully


If you feel you have chosen your breed or crossbreed and you feel thoroughly comfortable and prepared, then finding a breeder is the next step. And this is where you can start to feel disillusioned. The breeding of dogs has exploded into a gigantic money-making business for many, many people and that makes it much harder to weed out the great breeders breeding great dogs from puppy farmers, puppy dealers, backyard breeders and scammers.


So many well-intentioned dog owners end up unwittingly buying a dog from a puppy farm, or a dubious seller of some kind. I’m going to give you a thorough checklist to ensure that you don’t go through the heartbreaking experience of bringing home a puppy with severe health or behavioural issues. I know it’s hard to walk away from a puppy you’ve fallen in love with, but buying from unscrupulous breeders only encourages them to breed more puppies in dire conditions.


To be a breeder within the UK you can be anyone – and I do mean anyone – so always have that at the forefront of your mind. You could be buying a living baby animal from someone who has no interest in, no education in and no knowledge of how to breed or raise a puppy. You could be buying and taking that dog into your home and expecting it to just turn out OK. You can start to see how things go so terribly wrong.


It’s OK, this breeder is licensed


Within the UK, a licensed breeder is not a guarantee of best practice. It simply means that the person has a licence to breed three or more litters of puppies in any twelve-month period, and sell any of them on – it could license them for eighty breeding dogs, or one. You can look up their license number via their local council to see how many dogs they are licensed to breed from, however, they may be breeding from multiple dogs but say they are only breeding from a few; it’s worth a look anyway. Applicants for licences must satisfy certain conditions regarding their premises and conduct, and any licence granted is subject to renewal. Only those with animal welfare convictions are ineligible for a licence, and there are fines in place for those who breach licence terms.


There is no affix, accreditation or scheme that you can trust implicitly as a symbol that your dog is being bred in a decent, ethical and kind manner. Many of these licensing or accreditation schemes will carry out visits but breeders are sometimes warned when a visit is happening and, in my view, the checks are not conducted frequently enough, often only happening every few years.


This breeder is part of the breed council, so they’re legit


By all means research the breed council for your chosen breed and talk to the secretary and the person responsible for ensuring the health of puppies bred as this breed, but be aware: these are not always independent voices.


It looks good on the internet!


Third-party sales sites are exactly that: a site that allows anyone to upload and advertise their litter for a fee. There are terms and conditions for placing ads on these sites, but users are neither vetted nor checked. Anyone can upload images, videos and write anything that they like about themselves, their breeding and their set-up. You should be aware of the possibility that some sellers might lie about health checks, assessments and temperaments of the dogs they bred from – so it will be down to you to weed these people out. That can take a huge amount of time, brain power and heartache.
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